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of crisis. One may pass beneath a tottering serac nine times,
to be buried by it on the tenth. A competent mountaineer
involved in a snow avalanche can often save himself by going
through the motions of swimming on his back, but even without an
awkward load strapped to his back a Sherpa porter is unlikely
to have the presence of mind to do this. I am sure that no
one could have escaped from an avalanche such as that which
broke away below us while we wrere lying peacefully on the
North Col.

Two thing were clear : first that the slopes below the North
Col were not safe, and secondly that we were not competent to
judge snow conditions at that particular time and place. I am
quite satisfied that the avalanche was not caused by " wind-slab."
The eastern slopes of the North Col form a semi-circular basin,
unusually well protected from the wind. The midday sun in
July., only six degrees from the vertical^ beats down with tre-
mendous force upon the stagnant air of this blinding-white
cauldron. On occasion I have suffered more from the heat on
the snow slopes of the North Col, at 22,500 feet, than I ever have
on the plains of India. At night it barely freezes. As a result
of these conditions, unusual even in the Everest region, the main
body of the snow rots to a great depth, while the surface maintains
the appearance of ordinary solid neve. This at any rate was my
explanation of the great avalanche and if it were correct it was
clear that the slopes would remain dangerous throughout the
summer. We decided therefore to leave the North Col alone,
for a while at least, and to study snow conditions on other moun-
tains in the vicinity. On these peaks we generally found fairly
good snow, presumably owing to better ventilation and lower
night temperatures. But on the three occasions when we climbed
above 23,000 feet conditions changed abruptly at about that
altitude and we found ourselves struggling in a bottomless morass
of soft snow. By the end of August, though the snow on the ridges
was still good, the upper glaciers were difficult to negotiate. The
ice below the surface was rotten and honeycombed with reservoirs
of water.
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The world's highest mountain has held a potent lure for many
men, but for only one, so far as we know, to the point where he
set out to climb it alone. This was an Englishman by the name